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Computers 
Continued from page 28 


less costly and more effective than 
using human consultants. 
For now, the private practitioner who 


~ owns or is contemplating an office 


computer views it mainly in mundane 
terms—to assist in billings or to pull a 
journal citation, while the academic 
centers plug away on the more recon- 
dite Al, diagnostic and decision analysis 
programs and on computer-assisted 
technologies. 


ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS 


The institutions, as institutions are 
wont to do, also contemplate profound 
sociological and ethical issues comput- 
ers are starting to unearth, some with 
exciting implications. 

Dr. Norman Fost, a professor of pedi- 
atrics and director of Wisconsin's medi- 
cal ethics program, believes computers 
offer a “tremendous opportunity” in 
the area of informed consent. Besides 
receiving professional counsel, patients 
can consult a computer to make a more 
informed judgment about a procedure. 

“Say you're a pregnant woman, 35, 
and worried about genetic abnormali- 
ty,” Fost says. “Many wouldn't under- 
stand the risks, not because the coun- 
selor doesn’t explain them well, but 
because your mind is racing. If you sat 
down with a computer, it can ask you a 
question after a few paragraphs to see if 
you understand. Its fun, private, not 
demeaning or offensive. Our hypoth- 
esis is at the end of the program, peo- 
ple would understand more clearly.” 

Fost is also interested in and con- 
cerned about the effects of computers 
on traditional patient confidentiality. 


’ The jury is out on how well hospitals 


and doctors’ offices will protect pa- 
tients’ “paperless,” electronic records. 

Computers also raise potential mal- 
practice questions. If every other physi- 
cian in town is using a computer and 
you're not, can you be sued for not 
practicing state-of-the-art medicine? Ifa 
software package messes up, could the 
software manufacturer be sued? 

And then, of course, there's that nag- 
ging, ultimate question about the fu- 
ture of physicians. Will computers rele- 
gate doctors to the role of glorified 
technologists? 

Says Wisconsin's Brown, “We're told 
physicians are not as caring now. Even 
if we had a full-blown computer system 


today, that (the role of technologist) 
would be directly counter to what 
we're trying to do—to teach the stu- 
dent to be a caring person sitting across 
the desk. I hope computers don’t get in 
the way of that.” 

One prevalent theory even says com- 
puter assistance will free up the physi- 
cian to spend more time talking to pa- 
tients, a development both patients and 
physicians would welcome. 

Wisconsin—and it appears many 
other medical schools—is doing little 
to aid computer literacy, admits Brown. 
Computer courses are not part of the 
curriculum. “I tend to look at computer 
literacy as I would the student’ ability 
to write,” he says. “They should get it in 
pre-med.” Many believe time will serve 
the medical schools. As kids are 
weaned on Donkey Kong and Apples in 
grade school, they'll bring ‘computer 
skills to medical school, relieving med- 
ical schools of that training burden. 

A number of schools submitted writ- 
ten concerns about keeping up with 
the computer revolution to the Associa- 
tion of American Medical Colleges 
(AAMC), which is conducting a compre- 
hensive study of medical education. 

“In all honesty, we don’t have much 
information on (computer use in medi- 
cal schools),” Dr. Gus Swanson, direc- 
tor of the AAMC’ Department of Aca- 
demic Affairs, says rather nonchalantly. 
The Organization of Student Represen- 
tatives (OSR) of the AAMC has estab- 
lished a committee to study computer 
usage in American and Canadian medi- 
cal schools. (See box.) Swanson says 
that “faculties seem to know less about 
them than do their students.” 

If that’s the case, medical profession- 
als may have a longer path to computer 
literacy than many realize. Wisconsin 
has made “10 to 12” personal comput- 
ers available for any student who wish- 
es to fool around on them, Brown says. 
But they're not widely used. Most medi- 
cal students have more pressing con- 
cerns on their minds—like just making 
it through school. 

“A few students, instead of going out 
on a Friday night, play with them,” 
Brown says, “but not a large number,” 
which only proves, computer revolu- 
tion in medicine or no computer revo- 
lution in medicine, some traditions in 
life endure as unaltered and predict- 
able as, say, a fish boil or a shot of 
brandy with a beer chaser on a Friday 
night in Wisconsin. 
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